25.13 Frederica Naval Action – April 19, 1778

“I have the happiness to inform you that about 10 o'clock this forenoon, the Brigantine Hinchinbrooke, the Sloop Rebecca, and a Prize Brig, all struck the British Tyrant's colours, and surrendered to the American arms.”  This was the first sentence in Colonel Samuel Elbert’s report to his commanding officer, Major General Robert Howe, concerning naval action that took place on 19 April 1778 in the Frederica River at St. Simons Island, Georgia.  

“You must imagine what my feelings were, to see our three little men of war going on to the attack of these three vessels who have spread terror on our coast, and who were drawn up in order of battle; but the weight of our metal soon damped the courage of these heroes, who took to their boats; and, as many as could, abandoned the vessels with everything on board, of which we immediately took possession.  What is extraordinary, we have not one man hurt.”  Colonel Elbert’s letter was published in full on 23 April 1778 in Charlestown’s newspaper, South Carolina and American General Gazette.
Colonel Elbert commanded Georgia’s Continental troops and the Georgia’s Navy galleys responsible for the naval victory.  This victory was Elbert’s first success against the British East Florida forces; and it provided some measure of retribution for Hinchinbrook participation in the “battle of the riceboats” at Savannah in March of 1776, and the Americans’ defeat near Thomas Creek in May of 1777. 

On April 19, 2005, a Georgia Historical Marker was erected near the entrance to Fort Frederica National Monument, St. Simons Island, GA by the Georgia Historical Society, Georgia Society Sons of the American Revolution, Coastal Georgia Historical Society, and Fort Frederica National Monument. Following is the text of the Historical Marker, entitled The Georgia Navy

“During the American Revolution four heavily-armed row galleys were constructed in Savannah for the Georgia Navy, all underwritten by the Continental Congress.  In nearby Frederica River, beginning at dawn on April 19, 1778, Georgia galleys Lee, Washington, and Bulloch, commanded by Colonel Samuel Elbert, attacked HM brigantine Hinchinbrook, the armed sloop Rebecca, and an armed watering brig.  The British attempted to retaliate, but were out-gunned and out-maneuvered.  As they tried to gain an advantage by moving down river their ships grounded, were abandoned, and captured.  This remarkable victory boosted patriot morale and delayed by more than eight months the British invasion of Georgia.”  

The American victory at St. Simons Island was exactly three years after the first Revolutionary War shots were fired at Lexington and Concord, which is celebrated on April 19 as Patriots Day in Massachusetts and Maine.  Starting in 2005, the Georgia Society Sons of the American Revolution and the Marshes of Glynn Chapter have sponsored an annual celebration of Georgia Patriots Day on April 19 on St. Simons Island. The anniversary of the Frederica Naval Action in 1778 as well as the Battle of Lexington in 1775 provides a special reason to observe Patriots Day on St. Simons Island.
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